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Leadership and
Gombat Motivation:
The Gritical Task

Major John M. Spiszer, US Army

They were probably as contented a group of
American soldiery as had ever existed. They were
like American youth everywhere. They believed the
things their society had taught them to believe. They
were cool, and confident and figured that the world
was no sweat. It was not their fault that no one had
told them that the real function of an army is to fight
and that a soldier’s destiny—which few escape—is

to suffer, and if need be, to die.
—T.R. Fehrenbach

HE STUDY OF military history and theory
can yield many useful tools for the military
professional. Important among these “tools™ is an
opportunity to gain insights on where to place lim-
ited and valuable emphasis, time and resources in
the development of personal, professional and unit-
leader development programs. An in-depth knowl-
edge of military history and theory is indispensable
to provide focus and utility to this task.>
In this vein, permit me to adapt a statement by
noted military writer Michael Howard: It is the mis-
sion of the military professional in an age of peace
to ensure that he and his subordinates are prepared for
war.® The trick is to figure out which tasks are the most
important in today’s fast-paced, high-OPTEMPO (op-
erations tempo) force and hope to avoid a historian’s
characterization similar to this article’s opening quote.
Through studying military theory and history, I
believe that the critical leader task is understanding
how to motivate soldiers in combat. This encompasses
both battlefield leadership and setting the proper con-
ditions for combat during times of peace or lulls in
fighting. All other tasks are of subordinate impor-
tance, and leaders should treat them so, ensuring that
scarce resources, especially time and energy, are
devoted to preparing soldiers to perform in combat.

Battlefield Leadership
Current leader emphasis appears headed in a
somewhat different direction. The Army’s Force XXT
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process—with its focus on computers, digitiza-
tion, precision-guided munitions, and the like—takes
emphasis away from soldiers, leaders and the com-
bat environment and places it on machines. Emerg-
ing thought emphasizes attempting to dislocate,
disintegrate and paralyze an enemy through simulta-
neous, distributed operations that produce asymmetric
effects throughout an extended battlespace.

While for many years the argument was between
annihilation or exhaustion through attrition or ma-
neuver, a third pattern has emerged—paralysis
through cybershock. These patterns are all “comple-
mentary and mutually reinforcing” and lead to the
disintegration of the enemy by acting simultancously
on his physical, logistic and cybernetic domains.*

However, what seems to be lost is the recognition
that at the cutting edge of conducting attrition, ma-
neuver or cybershock is some soldier who is either
firing or is in a position to fire a destructive round
or missile at other living people—the enemy. No
matter what technology brings to the battlefield, we
must not lose sight of an enduring truth: “Essen-
tially war is fighting, for fighting is the only effec-
tive principle in the manifold activities generally
designated as war. Fighting, in turn, is a trial of
moral and physical forces through the medium of
the latter. Naturally moral strength must not be ex-
cluded, for psychological forces exert a decisive in-
fluence on the elements involved in war.”

In short, while leaders must know, understand
and be able to employ the weapons and tools of war
in the physical and cybernetic domains, the moral
or psychological domain is more important, for it
controls the actions of men in combat. It is impor-
tant to remember that “the Army’s fundamental pur-
pose is to fight and win the Nation’s wars by estab-
lishing conditions for lasting peace through land
force dominance.”® Thus, fighting, and getting sol-
diers to fight well, is our primary job and must be
treated as such.
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J Troops from First Army await their landing
| on a Normandy beach, 6 June 1944.
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[Proper training] counters unrealistic expectations of combat so that the soldier is not
overwhelmed by the sights, sounds, smells and feelings of isolation and fear when they occur.
As Fehrenbach putit, “For his own sake and for that of those around him, a man must be prepared
for the awful, shrieking moment of truth when he realizes he is all alone on a hill ten thousand
miles from home, and that he may be killed in the next second.”

Combat Motivation

Military leaders must spend a large part of their
time studying and discovering what motivates men
in combat, what they must accomplish and what
they have to do to make that happen. The individual
soldier’s task is essentially the same—fire at the en-
emy or support those who fire at the enemy. The fo-
cus should be on the combat soldier who actually fires
at the enemy—the soldier who must maneuver, wear
down or bring to bear destructive power to shock, an-
nihilate or exhaust the enemy on the battlefield.

This is not a new thought for the US Army. It
was understood and believed through the World
Wars, briefly forgotten going into the Korean War
and has again lost currency since Vietnam.” Histo-
rian S.L.A. Marshall captured the importance of this
issue by noting that “What we need in battle is more
and better fire.” He believed that the greater the
ratio of effective fire to that of the enemy, the greater
the chance of success, which still holds true today.®
Fire, or the ability to fire, is the ultimate arbiter of
combat and is essential to all patterns of attrition,
maneuver and cybershock.

To Marshall, producing this effective fire is a
function of mobility and morale, with morale being
the most critical and the element which needs ad-
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dressing before, during and after combat.” Leaders
need to set the conditions prior to combat, influence
their soldiers’ morale during combat and assess and
adapt methods after a fight to ensure success in the
next battle. Success can be defined as achieving a
greater rate of fire than the enemy due to enhanced
combat performance, which is a direct result of com-
bat motivation and morale. Setting the conditions
prepares men for combat by providing them the
necessary mental and physical tools. Influencing
soldiers during combat includes alleviating the nega-
tive impact of fear and other combat environment
elements on the individual soldier so he can func-
tion effectively and, ultimately, fire at the enemy.
While the Army does not discount the importance
of the relationship between leadership, morale and
combat motivation, it does not do enough to stress
this importance or incorporate it into the organiza-
tional fabric. A draft of the upcoming US Army
Field Manual 100-5, Operations, proposes adding
morale as a principle of war and devotes a section
to the moral domain of conflict.' As evidenced by
studies done after both Operations Just Cause and
Desert Shield/Desert Storm “battlefield leadership
at all levels is an element of combat power,” and
the Army’s preferred leadership style emphasizes
face-to-face contact in order to see the battleficld,
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A 25th Infantry
Division (Light)
soldier at a
field training
exercise.

No matter what technology brings to the
batflefield, we must not lose sight of an enduring
truth: “Essentially war is fighting, for fighting
is the only effective principle in the manifold
activities generally designated as war. Fighting,
in turn, is a trial of moral and physical forces
through the medium of the latter. Naturally
moral strength must not be excluded, for
psychological forces exert a decisive influence
on the elements involved in war.”

to impart and strengthen esprit and morale through
personal example and to personally communicate
with subordinates." In addition, all military schools
provide leadership instruction and the new FM 22-
100, Army Leadership, will provide comprehensive
doctrine on the subject.

Our current doctrine and focus only mark the
starting point, which now is a rather sterile environ-
ment that defines leadership as “the process of in-
fluencing others to accomplish the mission by pro-
viding purpose, direction and motivation.”'> What
is missing are the essential linkages between lead-
ership and combat motivation. Combat motivation
can improve soldiers” combat performance and in-
crease their rate of fire. But other questions require
answers, such as: What should a leader do to pre-
pare his soldiers to face the rigors of combat? What
should the Army, or its senior leaders, do as an in-
stitution to prepare its soldiers for combat? What
should a leader do to produce fire during combat?

Morale Factors
The key issue appears to be combat motivation,
which is a function of morale factors tempered by
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the combat environment. A leader’s duty is to
strengthen the morale factors while mitigating the
impact of the environment. Thus, the leader must
focus his efforts on identifying the morale factors
he can influence or develop and on identifying how
he can mitigate the combat environment and, thus,
reinforce his soldiers” will to fight while minimiz-
ing the reflex of flight.

Morale factors are many and include: primary
groups or small-unit cohesion, unit esprit, manpower
policies, socialization, training, discipline/duty, lead-
ership, ideology/cause, rewards, preconceptions of
combat, aspects of combat, combat stress, combat
behavior, information, background and demonization
of the enemy, to name just some."* Or, as Stephen
E. Ambrose asked and answered in Citizen Soldier
concerning the combat soldiers in World War 1I:
“What kept them going? Discipline, to be sure, just
as in the German army, and unit cohesion, and train-
ing. But for many, it was a sense of having no op-
tion and a realization that the only way out of com-
bat was to annihilate the German army. . . . The Gls
fought because they had to. What held them together
was not country and flag, but unit cohesion.”*

Of all these, the unit leader has direct influence
on only a few."> Obviously a leader’s own tactical
and technical competence and personal example,
and that of his junior leaders, are important factors
in forging the willingness of soldiers to follow or-
ders during combat. In addition, the development
of primary groups or small-unit cohesion, to include
unit esprit, falls under the purview of the unit leader,
even though unit cohesion is impacted by outside
influences such as Army assignment policies. Other
factors include training, familiarization, discipline
and rewards. Army leaders need to ensure that their
policies and practices in these areas directly contrib-
ute to their soldiers’ ability to function in combat.

Unit Cohesion

The key morale factor that the leader can influ-
ence before, during and after combat is unit cohe-
sion. An important ingredient in units sticking to-
gether and performing under fire is that the individual
soldier not feel he is alone. Unit cohesion is an abso-
lutely critical and basic morale factor.'® In fact, the
Army’s senior leaders can influence this factor through
personnel and assignment policies, which are deficient
in today’s Army with its rapid rotational policies
which promote instability rather than stability in our
combat and supporting units.!” Unit leaders influ-
ence this factor every day prior to hostilities through
local assignments, training and all aspects of com-
mand presence and information. During combat, the
leader influences cohesion through personal ex-
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ample and by enabling and ensuring communica-
tion and the flow of information. Interpersonal com-
munication reduces soldier isolation on the battle-
field and allows him to manage his fear through the
presence, reliability and reassurance of his com-
rades. Once your soldiers do this, they can unite
and regain their cohesion, allowing them to plan and
ultimately to act, which manifests itself in fire and
movement directed against the enemy.'® Assess-
ment of individual and leader performance after the
battle and subsequent improvement of techniques
prepare the unit for combat in the future. That fa-
miliar face-to-face Army leadership style is abso-
lutely critical and should be maintained.

Mitigating the combat environment is a related
issue because it includes noise, darkness, fear, weap-
ons effects, filth, hate, moral degradation, death,
horrible wounds and a host of other characteristics."”
The overall impact is to erode the morale factors
positive influence on combat motivation, resulting
in reduced combat performance and fire. By main-
taining unit cohesion and unit esprit, leaders can
mitigate the effects of the battlefield environment. ™
Units with strong values and historical pride also
retain their motivation and drive in the most trying
circumstances. The US Marine Corps, with its
proud traditions and unit lineages, is perhaps the best
example of unit esprit’s impact in the US military.?!

Leaders can also mitigate this environment
through proper training that counters unrealistic ex-
pectations of combat so that the soldier is not over-
whelmed by the sights, sounds, smells and feelings
of isolation and fear when they occur. As
Fehrenbach put it, “For his own sake and for that
of those around him, a man must be prepared for
the awful, shricking moment of truth when he real-
izes he is all alone on a hill ten thousand miles from
home, and that he may be killed in the next sec-
ond.” In addition, the leaders and staff officers
must understand this environment as well, in order
to both prepare their men for this environment and
to understand what it does to them.?

Furthermore, the leader needs to economize his
men’s powers during and immediately prior to com-
bat, since a tired soldier frightens more easily and
vice versa.* The unit leader has direct responsibil-
ity for training, physical training and soldier load
issues. However, the Army’s senior leaders need
to adopt policies and provide equipment that sup-
ports realistic training and lightens the soldier’s load.

Thus, unit leaders can promote combat motiva-
tion and mitigate the effects of the battlefield by:

e Supporting and promoting small-unit cohe-
sion every day.

e Ensuring communication among individual
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soldiers during battle.

e Encouraging soldier communication during
difficult and realistic tactical training.

e Providing information prior to, during and af-
ter battle. Making sure the chain of command works
in passing information from higher to lower com-
mands, not just lower to higher.

e Developing programs to foster unit esprit
through historical material, regimental system

The US Army understands the
importance of combat motivation and a leader’s
responsibilities pertaining to its development and
maintenance. However, what is not well
understood is how the two are related, other
than through platitudes and definitions. . . .
Nevertheless, it is an important responsibility
of every Army leader to do more than just
recognize this importance, and take the next
step to develop and practice methods for
improving combat motivation.

customs and affiliation and other methods. This
is especially important for a professional army fac-
ing limited operations.®

e Focusing unit professional development and
leadership instruction on the linkages between the
leader, combat motivation and your soldiers’ per-
formance or ability to fire at the enemy.

e Ensuring soldiers are physically and men-
tally tough.

e Managing soldiers loads to economize their
strengths. Resource units and operations with vehicles
to carry loads so soldiers do not have to carry them.

e Planning, preparing and executing demanding
and realistic training. This is critical because “it is
admittedly terrible to force men to suffer during
training, or even sometimes, through accident, to kill
them. But there is no other way to prepare them
for the immensely greater horror of combat.”*¢

In supporting this effort, the Army’s senior lead-
ers should ensure policies and resource allocation
efforts also focus on combat motivation issues. This
can be done by:

e Developing manpower policies consistent with
maintaining small-unit cohesion. Avoid replace-
ment policies that keep soldiers isolated and do not
promote cohesion.

e Providing information and historical material
and enforcing policies, such as the regimental sys-
tem, designed to enhance unit esprit.”’

e Developing equipment that enables small-unit
communications down to the individual soldier level
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and lightens his load. Consider force moderniza-
tion and reorganization to provide vehicles to carry
loads to conserve the soldier’s physical resources.®

e Promoting decentralized execution of training
and operations.

e Providing the support and resources necessary
for realistic training that fully incorporates all avail-
able means to replicate the battlefield environment,
consistent with soldier safety requirements.

e Refocusing leadership doctrine on improving
combat motivation and on leading men in combat
and preparing them to fire at and kill the enemy,
rather than on management practices.

While these methods and policies are not all inclu-
sive and do not provide definitive techniques, they do
provide a starting point. Each leader needs to de-
vote time and effort to study this issue and tailor his
methods to the specific unit and situation he faces.

The US Army understands the importance of
combat motivation and a leader’s responsibilities
pertaining to its development and maintenance.
However, what is not well understood is how the
two are related, other than through platitudes and
definitions. The Army does not emphasize the prac-
tical aspects of combat motivation or the methods
available to focus on it. Nevertheless, it is an im-

portant responsibility of every Army leader to do
more than just recognize this importance, and take
the next step to develop and practice methods for
improving combat motivation.

Leaders must make it their business to understand
the linkages between victory, fire, combat perfor-
mance, combat motivation, morale factors, combat
environment and leadership. This is a task of first
importance and should take precedence over digiti-
zation, force modernization, quarterly training brief-
ings, command inspections, mission-essential task
lists and the other priorities in the seemingly inex-
haustible list of things to do and know in today’s
Army. The bottom line remains—it is the leader’s pri-
mary duty to motivate his soldiers in combat. To do
that, he must know how to enhance and develop mo-
rale factors while using them and other means to miti-
gate the trauma of combat. There is never enough time
to do everything, but this task cannot be neglected.

As Fehrenbach cautioned years ago, “A nation that
does not prepare for all the forms of war should then
renounce the use of war in national policy. A people
that does not prepare to fight should then be morally
prepared to surrender. To fail to prepare soldiers and
citizens for limited bloody ground action, and then to
engage in it, is folly verging on the criminal.”” MR
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